The role of the fetal gonads and placenta in steroid production, maintenance of pregnancy and parturition in the mare.
The effects of fetal gonadectomy on steroid production and the maintenance of pregnancy in the mare were studied. Removal of the fetal gonads resulted in an immediate fall in maternal plasma concentrations of conjugated and unconjugated oestrogens whereas progestagen levels remained unchanged. Hormone profiles in mares carrying sham-operated fetuses remained similar to those in unoperated control mares. Plasma levels of 13,14-dihydro-15-oxo-PGF-2 alpha (PGFM) were much lower, and uterine contractions weaker, during labour in mares carrying gonadectomized foals than in control mares. Pregnancy was maintained until parturition at term in the mares carrying gonadectomized fetuses. However, 3 of the 4 gonadectomized foals were dysmature and died during or soon after birth. The biosynthetic pathways involved in the production of oestrogens by the feto-placental unit and the possible role of oestrogens in fetal development in the pregnant mare are discussed.